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“Mommy? Daddy?” It was his younger sister’s voice, the 
Oncoming tears evident in her tone. 

Joseph had never asked for this. He had never wanted to be the 
one to tell her. She was only three, but he knew she’d understand. 
She would understand more than someone her age might need to. 
Joseph pulled himself from the shredded sofa and navigated through 
the dust and smoke to find his sister. To tell her what he had always 
known would happen one day. Just like it had happened to his 
neighbors and their neighbors and their neighbors and so on until 
Joseph’s parents were next. Not last, but simply next. 

“Seph?” a tremble she couldn’t control. 

He spotted her in the hallway, rubbing dust and perhaps a few 
tears from her face. Her huge blue eyes gleamed when she saw him, 
and he forced a smile. He gently brushed the blond curls from her 
forehead and exhaled a long breath, choking on the smoke around 
them. 

“Seph!” 

She jumped into his arms, and he held her tight. Mostly to hold 
something dear. To reassure himself that there was still something in 
this world that they hadn’t taken from him. When he pulled away, he 
took a deep breath to control the emotions brimming within him. 

“Mary, I’ve something to tell you.” 

This did not seem to worry her. “Your eyes are all red. Mommy’s 
eyes get red when she’s crying. And mine too. Have you been crying, 
Seph?” 

Yes, he had. “Mary, listen. Do you remember those big mean 
guys who used to stand outside?” Her curls bounced when she 
nodded, so happy in this dismal time. “Well, when they left the other 
day, they... They took Mom and Dad away too, Mary. Do you 
understand?” 

“Seph, why were you crying?” 

Joseph placed his hands on his sister’s shoulders. “Mom and Dad 
are gone. They aren’t at the store or eating someplace else or even 
bringing home a surprise.” The next words lodged themselves in his 
throat and he had to force them out. “Mom and Dad are gone forever, 
Mary. They’re never coming home again.” 

Mary choked on the filthy dust and smoke around them and 
Seph reached up to wipe a streak of soot from her cheek. “But they 
always come home. In the small blue car. Seph, where are Mommy 
and Daddy?” 

“The blue car is smashed, Mary. Mom and Dad were taken away 


from us. They’re gone forever.” 

Mary slung her soft purple blanket over her shoulder and put 
her small hands on her brother’s cheeks so he would look at her. 
“Seph, don’t cry. They’ll come back soon. Like always.” 

Joseph looked around at their burnt house, the dust and smoke 
swirling in the air. Sunbeams barely shining where the ceiling had 
collapsed. Charred furniture and a cracked television. Windows 
shattered from the heat. The stench of fire. He coughed ona sigh and 
turned back to his little sister. 

“We must leave, Mary. We can’t stay here anymore.” 

“Are we going with Mommy and Daddy?” Her voice was so 
innocent. 

“No, Mary. Mom and Dad are gone. We can’t ever see them 
again.” 

Now she seemed to grasp the meaning of those words. “Seph, 
they always come back. Always.” 

“Not this time.” 

Her eyes immediately overflowed with her tears, and she buried 
her face against her brother’s chest. Joseph closed his arms 
protectively around Mary and lifted her as he stood. He carried her 
past what could once be called the kitchen and pasta hall that still 
had a small fire going. All the time she sobbed, and his vision blurred 
through tears. 

When they walked past the threshold and into the 
neighborhood, Seph collapsed in the blackened grass with his sister in 
his arms. He rocked back and forth with her, and they both cried. No 
One came near, as there really weren’t many people around. But the 
few that were respected the children’s mourning and let them be. 
And when the sun was high in the sky, Joseph’s last tear fell, and he 
sniffed. Mary was still in his arms, but he didn’t dare disturb her. He 
lifted his head from hers and looked to see if anyone was around. 
Perhaps someone he knew. When he didn’t see anyone, he again 
rested his cheek against his sister’s soft curls and closed his eyes. 

“Seph?” 

Joseph opened his eyes and blinked a few times in the brilliance 
of the sun. When he lifted his head, he noticed Mary had fallen 
asleep. It wasn’t her who had spoken his name. 

“Seph, are you okay?” 

He turned to see Daniel crouching beside him and his sister, a 
worried gleam in his brown eyes. His red hair was a mess and he 
seemed to be alone. Children were rarely seen alone these days unless 


it was the day their parents had been taken. To see Daniel here 
without his mother and father bothered Joseph. 

“Where are your parents?” Seph asked, careful to speak quietly 
so as not to wake Mary. 

“| heard what happened...” Daniel answered gently. “| wanted to 
make sure you guys made it out alright.” 

“We’re fine. Thanks for coming.” Seph blinked away tears. “| 
don’t know what to do now, Daniel. With Mom and Dad gone, I’ve got 
to take care of Mary. But the house, and the food, and... Everything, 
Daniel. I’m lost.” 

The other boy nodded. “| know, Seph.” A pause. “How long have 
you been here?” 

“Not very. We came out here just a few minutes ago, maybe an 
hour.” 

“Can you guys wait a minute more? I’ve a surprise for you 
both.” 

Seph nodded and watched his friend bound away, toward the 
rich people’s homes. But Daniel wasn’t a spoiled rich boy, he was kind 
and caring and like a brother to Joseph. He was fourteen, a year older 
than Seph. But Daniel always seemed younger tn his actions than 
Joseph, though perhaps because he did not have to care for a sister 
ten years younger than himself. And in thinking of his sister, Seph 
felt Mary shift tn his arms. 

She rubbed her beautiful eyes and stretched her short arms, but 
she didn’t smile. She didn’t acknowledge her brother. She didn’t say 
anything. Mary only pulled her blanket close and stared at their 
ramshackle house. 

“Hey, Mary. Sleep well?” Seph asked. 

But there was no answer, not even a nod. Only staring. 

“V’m sure everything will be okay.” 

And then there were the tears. Fat tears that rolled silently 
down his sister’s rosy cheeks. Still there was no answer and no 
sound. No reply or acknowledgment that her brother even existed. 
Seph pulled the lavender blanket with the small white flowers around 
Mary’s shoulders and held her close. He felt her tears on his shoulder 
and felt her body shake in his arms. But even sobbing aloud would 
have been better than her tearful silence. This time when Seph’s 
tears flowed they were only for Mary. For his little sister. 

When Daniel appeared once more, Joseph barely noticed until he 
felt a hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“She won’t speak, Daniel. She won’t make a single sound.” 


“V’m sure this its hard for her. For both of you. She’ll be okay.” 

“She’s crying, but there isn’t any noise. Daniel, is something 
wrong with my sister?” 

“No, she’s alright. Mary is fine.” A slight nod. “Remember that 
surprise?” 

Seph sighed. “Yes, of course.” 

“Good. Follow me.” Daniel jumped to his feet. 

Seph readjusted Mary to hold her on his hip as he stood. Daniel 
began walking back the way he had come, but Joseph wasn’t so sure. 
He wasn’t supposed to live amongst the people of higher society. The 
people who thought of him as nothing but scum beneath their feet. 
At least, that’s what he’d been told all his thirteen years. “Never 
speak to the rich,” “They’d rather you were dead,” “They despise 
people like us, people who are less than they are.” These were the 
reasons Seph did not follow his friend. 

“Seph? What’s the matter?” Daniel asked. 

“I’m not supposed to go over there.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because that’s where the rich people live. They hate the poor.” 

Daniel walked back to Joseph and genuinely looked baffled. 
“What?” 

“Rich people despise the poor people, Daniel. I’m not going over 
there.” Seph answered again. 

“That’s not true! I’m your friend, aren’t |?” 

“Yes, but-” 

“And your sister needs someplace to sleep and eat, right?” 

“Of course, but-” 

“Then | can’t see what the problem is, Seph.” 

Joseph switched Mary to his other hip and looked at her, still 
seeing tears in her eyes. He used her blanket to wipe them gently 
away, but more were quick to follow. Finally, he gave up and turned 
back to Daniel. 

“Okay, you’re right. But what’s your surprise?” Seph said at last. 

“Well, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise if | ruined it and told 
you now, would it?” And down the nearly empty street they went. 

Along the way, Seph switched his sister from side to side, 
checking on her each time. Of course, he could simply put her down 
and allow her to walk, but he didn’t want to. She was all he had left, 
and he wanted to keep her close. She cried into his shoulder the 
entire time and once, he felt tears slide down his own cheeks. If 
Daniel noticed, he didn’t say anything about it. 


When Daniel stopped, Joseph nearly dropped his sister. A white 
house with moss-covered shingles and a mahogany door stood 
proudly before him. The porch was painted to match the house and 
the window frames to match the door. It truly wasn’t a very big 
home, with only one story, but compared to this, Seph’s house was a 
shack. 

Daniel stood happily by the steps to the porch and waited for 
Seph to join him. “What do you think?” 

“Daniel, it’s amazing, but...” The other boy arched a brow. “...it’s 
really too much. I’ll never be able to repay you.” 

“If Mary says yes, then you’ve got stay. Please, Seph. Mother 
and Father are more than happy to have you. They can help with 
your sister. Please.” 

“Fine.” Seph put Mary down on the porch and crouched to meet 
her eyes. “I Rnow it hurts, Mary, and |! know you want to go home, 
right?” There was nothing but sadness tn her eyes as she stared at 
him. “We can stay here with Daniel. Remember him? The silly guy?” 
This time when he paused there might’ve been a spark in her eyes 
and a tiny lift of her lips. “Mary, do you want to stay here?” 

The spark vanished, and any hint of a smile fell. She didn’t nod 
or laugh or say yes. Mary stood still and her eyes grew distant. Seph 
closed his eyes for a long time before lifting her again and nodding at 
his friend. 

Daniel pushed open the door and found his parents were already 
there. They looked from Seph to their son and back again. “Joseph? 
What are you doing here? Where are your parents?” 

The question. Before, when he was younger, Seph would wander 
into other places. People asked him that same question. It used to be 
an easy thing to answer, as they were simply at home. But when he 
heard that question spoken now, his breath grew shallow, and the 
answer lodged in his throat. Tears gathered in his eyes, blurring his 
vision, but he blinked them away. 

When he could answer, he said, “They were taken.” It was said 
on a breath, but it had been understood. 

Mrs. Daniel’s hand flew to her mouth and Mr. Daniel knelt to 
better see Mary. “Is she okay?” Before Seph could answer, his friend’s 
father looked directly at him. “Joseph, are you alright?” 

“V’m fine, sir, but my sister ts unresponsive. She won’t speak or 
make any sound at all. She’s been crying since... since it happened.” 

“Well, then bring her inside. She probably needs to sleep. 
Perhaps after a bath. You’re both covered with soot.” 


Seph followed the family inside and gazed in awe at each photo 
of them together, each painting. Every piece of furniture that 
matched the other. The amount of electricity they had. He stopped to 
look at the crystal chandelier, Daniel confirming that they were 
indeed real crystals. Seph followed them into the master bedroom, 
where a bathroom was attached. They walked through the door and 
even the light blue tiles on the floor stunned him. The house was 
more beautifully put together than he might’ve imagined any house 
could be. 

Joseph sat Mary on the toilet lid and carefully, expertly, took 
the blanket she’d been clinging to all this time from her small hands. 
He spoke softly into her ear, barely hearing Daniel’s parents turn on 
the water. “Mary, it’s time to take a bath and wash all the soot and 
dust off you. But Daniel’s parents are going help you. I’ve got to take 
a shower of my own. Understand?” She offered a nearly imperceptible 
nod and he smiled. “I love you.” Seph kissed her cheek before 
thanking Mr. and Mrs. Daniel and following his friend to another 
bathroom where he could shower. 

They walked down a hall from the living area and Seph was still 
stunned by every new detail he noticed. “Your house ts beautiful.” he 
said when they entered the bathroom. 

Daniel grinned at him. “You can thank my parents for that.” 
Seph absently nodded at him as he closed the door, but Daniel placed 
his foot in the way before the door shut completely. “Seph, 
everything will turn out fine. She’ll start talking after a good night’s 
rest and be good as new. Promise.” 

“If she doesn’t?” Seph whispered in reply. 

“Then you start praying.” 

The door was shut when Joseph whispered, “I already have.” 

He took a quick shower and found that there were towels in 
one of the cabinets. He dried himself off and wrapped the towel 
around his waist. When he opened the door, he was surprised to see 
Daniel waiting for him. His arms were burdened with a stack of 
clothes. 

“Here are a few of my old clothes. You’re a bit thinner than me, 
but they should do. Here.” 

“Thank you.” Seph accepted the clothes and shut the door once 
more. 

When he came out again, he was fully clothed in jeans and a red 
sweatshirt. He walked down the hall and found Daniel sitting on the 
couch, his eyes closed. Seph sighed and continued through the house 


back to the master bedroom. His friend’s parents were sitting with 
his sister on the bed. Mary wore the same golden leggings and pink 
long-sleeved shirt she’d worn since the incident. Only now they were 
clean. 

She still didn’t appear to be speaking, despite what Mr. and Mrs. 
Daniel were saying to her. Seph stared for a moment longer before 
walking in and stopping a pace before them all. 

“1 can’t thank you both enough for what you’re doing.” he said. 

“You’ve nothing to thank us for, Joseph. Stay as long as you 
like.” Mrs. Daniel answered. “What are you doing with those clothes?” 

“Daniel gave them to me, but I’m not sure where to put the 
Ones I'm not wearing.” 

“V’ll take them to the room you’ll be staying tn.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Daniel.” 

She accepted the clothes and smiled. “Joseph, please. Call me 
Ruth. You know me well enough, | think.” 

“Okay, Ms. Ruth. Thank you.” 

Her smile grew as she turned from the room and disappeared. 
Seph was left alone with Daniel’s father and the quiet Mary. He sat 
on the bed beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, 
pulling her close. 

“You’re welcome to go anywhere you wish, Joseph.” Mr. David 
said after a time. Seph nodded but didn’t move. “Your sister should 
rest. We’ll wake her for dinner.” 

Again, Seph nodded. He slid off the bed and pulled Mary into his 
arms. He carried her to another room down the hall where Ruth was 
just finishing with the clothes. She closed the last drawer and 
switched off the light. 

“We'll be in the living room when you’re finished. If you need 
anything, please, just ask. We want to help you, Joseph.” 

Then he was alone with his sister. Seph laid Mary in bed and 
pulled the covers up to her chin. “Have a nice rest, Mary. When you 
wake, we’ll eat delicious food with Daniel’s family. | know you’ll love 
it.” Of course, there was no response. “Mary, please. Talk to me. Say 
anything you like. Please.” Seph felt on the verge of tears. “Please.” 

Mary closed her eyes and was asleep before Seph closed the 
door. He went into the living room and found Ruth, David, and Daniel 
laughing about something. Some joke they must have shared. He 
stood at the edge of the room, unsure whether he should interrupt or 
not. Thankfully, Ruth noticed him and gestured for him to enter. He 
sat beside Daniel. 


“Joseph, is there anything you need?” David asked, his tone 
surprisingly kind. 

“No, sir.” Seph whispered. 

“Perhaps you should sleep as well.” 

“No, sir. Not yet.” 

“You’re welcome to anything here. What’s ours is yours and 
your sister’s.” 

“Thank you, sir.” Holding the tears back was becoming 
increasingly difficult. 

“Seph, you’re shaking. Is something wrong?” Daniel asked. 

“Nothing.” But that wasn’t true. Everything was awfully wrong. 

“Joseph?” This time it was Ruth who spoke. “Would you like a 
blanket?” 

Seph couldn’t answer this time, he couldn’t even speak. He 
closed his eyes and rested his head in his hands, the tears spilling 
through his fingers. He was shaking, but from grief and not cold. He 
didn’t lift his head when a sob came from him. Nor when he was 
crying so hard, he thought he might never stop. Only when he felt 
two gentle hands on his shoulders did he look up. He was still crying 
and shaking, but even through his blurred vision he recognized his 
sister. Mary stood on her tiptoes and kissed her brother’s cheek. 

“You look so much like Dad, Mary. Did you know that?” Seph 
whispered. 

Mary nodded her head of curls. Then she climbed onto his leg 
and leaned her head against his chest. He wrapped both his arms 
around her and cried into her hair. Seph felt his chest heave with his 
sobs, but his sister didn’t seem to mind. When she slipped from his 
embrace, he felt alone. Without anyone to look after him. 

Ruth sat beside him and pulled him to her, assuring him 
everything would be okay. He found himself clinging to her like he 
would his mother. And when he finally thought he could pull himself 
together, he vomited. On the couch, the floor, even Ruth and Daniel. 

He still couldn’t bring himself to speak, so he only did as they 
told him and changed clothes. When he had cleaned himself up, he 
entered the living room again and found that it had already been 
cleared of the mess. Daniel and his mother had vanished, likely to 
change, but David still sat on the couch. 

Seph sat down once more and stared at his hands while he 
spoke ina shattered voice. “| apologize, Mr. David. I’m really sorry, 
sir. | don’t Rnow what came over me.” 

David leaned forward. “What came over you? Joseph, look at 


me.” When Seph raised his head, the man continued. “You are a boy 
who just lost everything. His house, his parents, his sister’s voice. 
Only hours later, here you are. In the comfort of a friend’s home. But 
this can’t replace your own home, or your own family. Nothing came 
over you, Joseph. You’re just a boy who is lost and mourning. There’s 
nothing to apologize for. And if there were, | would forgive you 
without hesitation.” 

Seph impulsively hugged David. The man instantly wrapped 
powerful arms around him like any father would. But this wasn’t 
Seph’s father. The boy pulled away and smiled a tired smile, sitting 
back down. 

“Hey, Seph.” David left the two boys alone. 

“Hey.” 

“| Rnow this is hard for you and your sister. | don’t blame you 
for what happened earlier. You had to get it out sometime.” Daniel 
said. 

“Thanks, Daniel.” 

The smile that had been on Daniel’s face vanished when he 
listened to his friend speak this time. Seph always used to sound 
optimistic and happy, like nothing could go wrong in the world. But 
not now. Now his voice was quiet and delicate, like it might cease to 
work at any given second. Like he didn’t know how to sound happy. 
Everything about his friend seemed fragile. 

“Oh, Seph.” Daniel reached behind him and grabbed a small book. 
“| have something for you.” 

Seph looked up but failed to smile. “What is it?” 

“lL was going to wait until tomorrow, but there’s no time like 
the present.” Daniel handed the book to his friend. 

Seph thumbed through the pages and ran a hand over the gray 
leather cover. There were thousands of thin pages. Millions of little 
black letters that created a story. The story. Seph closed the Bible 
and faced Daniel again. 

“why?” 

“Well, yours must have been lost to the fire, so here’s one to 
replace it. You can’t go to church without a Bible.” Daniel explained. 

“Thank you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for us.” Seph 
replied. 

“Joseph, you might wake your sister. I’m nearly finished with 
dinner.” Ruth called. 

“Alright.” 

Seph left his gift on the sofa’s armrest while he went to get 


Mary. He switched on the light in their room and gasped when he 
saw that she wasn’t there. He checked the bathroom, but she wasn’t 
there either. When he entered the kitchen, he gripped Ruth’s arm. 

“Joseph, you’re pale as this house. Are you going to be sick 
again?” She asked. 

Seph shook his head but found it difficult to speak or breathe. 
“shes. shess,” 

“What’s wrong? Joseph, are you alright?” 

He took a deep breath and spoke. “She’s gone! My sister isn’t in 
the room!” 

“Calm down. I’m sure she’s here somewhere. The doors are 
bolted shut and she won’t be able to reach any of them. We'll find 
her, Joseph. Please, calm down.” 

Seph was the one who found her. He had raced back to the 
master bath, thinking she might go back to get her blanket. Perhaps 
she had, but it didn’t much matter anymore. Seph fell to his knees 
beside his sister, her skin clammy and deathly pale. She was slumped 
by the bathtub, slowly sliding to the floor. Seph felt like screaming, 
and when he said her name, he nearly did. 

“Mary! Mary, wake up! Please, Mary!” 

David entered the room and spoke gently. “Joseph, let me have 
her. | can help her. She’s ill. Please, let me care for her and you’ll be 
able to see her again. Joseph, let me help you.” 

Seph didn’t resist when Daniel's father reached down to take 
Mary from his arms. David pulled him to his feet and made sure he 
was sitting at the kitchen table before taking Mary away. 

When David returned and said the blessing, Seph barely heard it. 
He kept his head hung and his eyes closed. How could this have 
happened? How had she become sick? It was unbelievable. To the 
point Seph almost convinced himself he must be dreaming. He had to 
be for all these horrid things to be happening. But something soon 
changed his mind about dreaming. Something his friend said. 

Seph looked up at Daniel. “What did you say?” 

“| love the Lord, because He has heard my voice and my 
supplications. Because He has inclined His ear to me, therefore | will 
call upon Him as long as | live.’ Psalms 116:1-2. Why do you ask?” 

“| was just wondering.” He paused for a moment. “| know that 
verse. Mom used to tell me to remember it. To never forget to keep 
praying, no matter what happens.” 

“Joseph, your sister is ill with a severe fever. | think | know the 
cause, but | doubt you’ll like hearing it.” Ruth cut in. 


“1 must hear it. And when | do, | hope you’ll excuse me for 
leaving to join her. | don’t mean to be impolite.” 

“No, of course not. | understand.” A deep breath. “She’s sick 
because your parents were taken away. Their absence is making her 
ill. She’ll get over it, I’m sure. But for now, it’s rather... Well, it isn’t 
good.” 

“Thank you and excuse me.” 

Seph pushed his chair back and slipped out of the kitchen, 
feeling the family’s eyes upon him as he left. It was, of course, 
natural that they be worried for him, but it was his sister who was 
ill. Mary who needed the utmost attention. 

Seph quietly pushed open the door and sat with his little sister 
on the bed. He pushed the curls from her face and watched as she 
slept. Her breathing was ragged, and she shivered under the blankets. 
But her eyes weren’t squeezed shut in pain, they were gently closed 
with sleep. Her pale skin was slick with sweat, yet she was content. 
Seph smiled a grim smile and slid under the covers to lie with Mary. 
He kissed her forehead and fell into a deep rest beside her. 

As Daniel walked past their room to his own, he stopped and 
peeked inside. Seph and his sister’s hands were both beneath the 
covers, but their foreheads touched as they slept. Their chests rose in 
rhythm with their breathing. Really, it was a sweet thing to see. 
Daniel smiled as he closed his eyes for sleep in his own bed. 

When sunlight burst through the windows of their room, both 
brother and sister stirred. Joseph stretched his arms and pushed the 
blankets off himself. Then he knelt at his sister’s side of the bed. 

“How are you, Mary?” he whispered. 

She turned to face him and offered a weak smile. 

“It’s going to be okay. We'll stay here and you’ll feel better 
soon. Then we can play games as we did at home. Would you like 
that, Mary?” 

She patted his cheek before turning away and sleeping. 

Seph sighed and left the room, intending to enter the kitchen. 
But Daniel grabbed his arm and pulled him into another bedroom. 
They sat on the bed and Joseph turned to his friend. “What’s this 
about?” 

Daniel smiled. “I’ve just found something out, Seph. It’s really 
something quite amazing.” 

“Well, what is it then?” 

“Seph, it’s over! They aren’t taking anyone else. Not burning 
anymore houses.” 


This caught Seph’s attention. “Really? Don’t they need more 
people to sacrifice for nothing? Don't they enjoy destroying our 
lives?” 

“They did what they had to. I’m not saying it was right or 
anything. Only that they believed it was for a just cause.” 

“A just cause? Daniel, they send the people they take to their 
deaths. And for what? A bit of gold? A diamond? Nothing about what 
they did was just, Daniel. Nothing.” 

“Okay. Well, | just wanted you to Rnow that it's over. It’s never 
going to happen again, Seph.” Daniel said. 

“Thanks.” 

They both left the room and walked into the kitchen, Ruth and 
David waiting at the table for them. Daniel led Seph to a counter 
where there was syrup and strawberries and pancakes. He couldn’t 
help but smile as he piled four onto his plate. It quickly faded when 
he thought of Mary though. What he wouldn’t give to have her here 
right now, eating with them and ranting about everything on her 
mind. 

The boys took seats at the table and began eating. Seph 
expressed his gratitude for them once again. The breakfast was 
better than he remembered any food being. Though perhaps because 
he hadn’t eaten since before the fire. 

“| trust you slept well?” Ruth asked of him. 

“Yes, thank you.” He took a final bite of pancake and pushed 
the plate away. “Mary is a bit better, but she’s still sleeping.” 

“I’m sure after some more sleep she’ll be fine. I’ve asked a 
doctor to come and see her. He’ll be here this afternoon.” David said. 

Seph nodded and took his plate to the sink, twice the size the 
One in his own home had been. He absently rinsed it off before 
returning to the table and slumping tn his seat. He felt David’s eyes 
on him, but he didn’t look up. Instead, he just sat there and 
wondered if Mary would ever speak again. If he would ever see their 
parents again. 

“The doctor, ts he good?” Seph whispered. 

“You think | would hire anyone less than the best?” David 
inquired. 

“Not at all, sir. | just wondered if he might know why she isn’t 
speaking. And if she ever will again.” 

“You needn’t worry, son. I’m sure she’ll be fine. Prayer is, after 
all, a powerful tool, Joseph.” 

“| Rnow, sir. | pray more than you might know.” Seph only 


breathed it, not meaning for anyone to hear, but Daniel heard. And he 
understood. 

“Have | not commanded you? Be strong and of good courage; do 
not be afraid, nor be dismayed, for the Lord your God ts with you 
wherever you go.’ Joshua 1:9.” Daniel recited. 

Seph looked over at him and smiled, really smiled. “| know, 
Daniel. | know.” 

The other boy returned the smile. “She really is going to be 
okay, Seph. You both are. Promise.” 

Seph nodded and followed the others to the living area. Daniel 
took a chair and began clicking through TV channels. Ruth sat beside 
David while he read a book. Joseph sat alone on the sofa and pulled 
his legs close, watching the television screen but not really seeing 
anything. Instead, he imagined his little sister standing there, dust 
and smoke swirling around her perfect face. He remembered the 
small fire that had been going in the hallway. The charred couch he’d 
sat upon. Then he recalled the way her eyes had filled with tears. The 
moment it had all seemed real, so terribly real. Those few seconds 
when they both realized their world was shattered and their hearts 
tore in two. 

Seph rubbed his eyes and turned away from the TV, hoping to 
block the memory. It worked, albeit for a few seconds. He reached for 
the Bible his friend had given him and found himself grinning. What 
better distraction from the horrors of life than to read The Word? 
Joseph flipped through the pages, reading verses here and there, 
wondering whether he should start at the beginning. But his eyes 
landed on one particular verse. It was Proverbs 31:25 and it went like 
this, “Strength and honor are her clothing; she shall rejoice in time to 
come.” 

Mary was strong, for someone of her age. She was honorable in 
the way of keeping secrets and promises. She was innocent and 
wonderful and perfect and Seph loved her with all his heart. But she 
couldn’t rejoice. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t make any noise. The 
laughter had left her, the speaking had left her, even the sound of 
tears had abandoned her. Yet the verse said, “in time to come.” 
Which perhaps meant she would speak again soon. Or perhaps in 
months. Or years... No, it must be soon. For it would destroy Joseph 
if he was not able to hear her speak again in a year. Or even a few 
days. It was already hurting him to see her like this. If he was never 
again able to hear her innocent little voice, then he would crumble 
when he saw her. His heart would break each time she only nodded. 


His breath would flit away when she cried in silence. And when she 
pointed to something she’d want, he would begin to cry the tears for 
her wordlessness. 

Seph closed his eyes and breathed a prayer. It was meant for his 
sister. TO ask God to heal her. It wasn’t long, but it was enough. Any 
amount of prayer would be enough to help her illness. To heal her 
heart. 

He startled when the doorbell rang through the house. Both of 
Daniel’s parents had fallen asleep, the book now resting upside down 
in Ruth’s lap. And Daniel himself seemed to be transfixed. Seph sighed 
and opened the door when the bell rang again. 

When it opened, he saw a tall man with round frameless 
spectacles perched on his nose. The man raked a hand through his 
graying hair and pushed the glasses up his nose. Seph stared fora 
moment before realizing he was staring. 

“Yes?” he said. 

“A Mr. David inquired after me. I’m the doctor, Dr. Adam. May | 
assume that you’re not Mr. David?” Dr. Adam’s tone was kind, but his 
voice sounded as though he had a terrible cough. 


“No, sir, ’m not. But | know the reason you’re here. I’ll show 
you to her, if you’ll follow me.” Seph answered. 
“Very well.” 


Joseph gestured for Dr. Adam to enter and shut the door behind 
him. They walked past the sleeping family and into the dark room 
where Mary slept. Seph stood beside the doctor as he looked at the 
girl. 

“She ought to be awake. And please, turn the light on.” Dr. 
Adam said. 

Seph switched the light on and knelt beside his sister. 
“Someone’s here to see you. You’ve got to wake up. He’s going to 
make you better.” He gently shook her shoulder. “Come on.” 

Her eyes opened, and she pushed herself to a sitting position. 
She didn’t smile, as her brother would’ve liked, but instead stared 
straight forward. Seph sighed and moved the curls from her face. 

Dr. Adam did his doctorly things and mumbled to himself. He did 
not speak to Joseph or Mary nor ask a single question as he worked. 
He simply did his duty and whispered things under his breath. Seph 
sat by his sister while he did these things and held her hand in his. 

At last, the doctor straightened and put his tools away. Then he 
knelt as Joseph had and smiled a kind smile at Mary. “You did very 
well, young lady. May | ask your name?” 


Of course, she did not answer. “Her name is Mary, sir.” Seph’s 
voice cracked for the next part. “She doesn’t talk.” 

Dr. Adam focused on Seph. “She doesn’t? Has she never learned?” 

“She spoke very well, sir. But something happened when they... 
When they...” But he couldn’t say the words. 

“When they what?” 

“When they took our parents away. And burnt the house. And 
ruined everything, sir. After that, she didn’t speak.” 

“When did this happen?” 

“Yesterday.” 

“| see.” He glanced at Mary again, and then back to her brother, 
noticing the similarities between them for the first time. “You’re her 
brother.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“| trust she still shows emotion, yes?” 

“Sometimes. She cries without sound, and she smiles a bit. But 
that’s all.” 

Dr. Adam looked her over more closely now and sighed a few 
times. After his second assessment of her, he sat beside Seph on the 
bed. “May | ask your name?” 

“Joseph, sir.” Seph answered, looking down at his clasped hands. 

The doctor smiled at hearing his name. “Mary and Joseph. That's 
nice.” He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Your sister has 
a simple fever, albeit a rather intense one. She’ll only need to take 
one of these-” he showed Joseph a bottle of small purple medicine 
and shook it before handing it to him. “-every few hours. | expect by 
tomorrow she will be feeling much better.” 

Seph nodded but still hung his head. “But sir, is there anything 
you can do for her voice? Why can’t she speak anymore?” 

Dr. Adam put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “She’ll speak again 
in her own time, Joseph. That, | can promise you with all certainty.” 

Seph raised his head now, tears brimming at the edges of his 
eyes. “What if that’s in a week or month or year? | can’t wait that 
long to hear my sister’s voice again, sir. Please, there must be 
something you can do for her.” 

“V’m sorry, Joseph. For her voice, there’s nothing | can do. In her 
own time, she will speak again. I’ll return in three days’ time. Have 
faith, son.” 

The doctor left the room, and the brother and sister were alone. 
Mary was still sitting up tn bed and staring at the wall. Seph opened 
the bottle in his hands and gave one of the small purple tablets to 


his little sister, placing it on the bedside table after closing it. She 

obediently chewed and swallowed, all the time still staring. Perhaps 
she saw the same things Seph had seen only minutes ago. The same 
moment of destruction and devastation replaying in her mind’s eye. 

“Oh, Mary. l’m so sorry all this has happened. I’m sorry I've left 
you alone for even one second during this time. I’m sorry for having 
to explain what happened to you. And I'm so very sorry that | can’t 
hear your wonderful voice anymore. | wish you would speak to me 
again, Mary. | love listening to you.” Seph whispered, running his 
fingers through her hair. “My dear sister is a gift from our Lord. She 
answers my call when faith fails, and doubt prevails. She’s there to 
lift me when | am shaken up and beaten down. My sister reminds me 
to be grateful when gratitude goes missing. | ask You, God, to protect 
her and empower her, for she means everything to me. Amen.” He 
wrapped his arms around her, and they sat that way for a long period 
of peace and tranquility. 

Only after seeing and hearing all of this did Dr. Adam leave the 
house, a smile upon his lips. When the door closed behind him, Ruth 
woke from her sleep. She put the book in her husband’s lap and 
quietly peered into the room where Joseph was staying with his 
sister. When she saw them together, she couldn’t help but smile. It 
really was a beautiful thing to see. 

Seph’s cheek rested against Mary’s curly hair, her head leaning 
against his shoulder. They were sitting up and facing the wall toward 
the door, but they looked content. Happy, even. And though the 
blanket’s edge covered both their legs, Mary’s small hand rested in 
her brother’s. 

Daniel joined his mother and grinned before switching off the 
light. 

Seph stayed with his sister through lunch and dinner, waking 
Once but with eyes so heavy he couldn’t open them. So he didn’t. He 
slept for hours, perhaps seven, with his sister in their quaint room. 
Indeed, it was not until nearly ten o’clock in the evening when his 
eyes opened. 

Joseph kissed his sister’s forehead and woke her for the 
medicine. He made sure she lied down before leaving the room and 
stopping in the living area. Daniel was the only one there, as his 
parents had surely gone off to bed by now. 

“Good morning, Seph.” Daniel smiled. 

“I think you mean good evening.” Seph took a chair across from 
his friend. 


“Perhaps so.” he chuckled, but quickly grew serious again. “| 
heard the doctor arrived early. What did he say?” 

“He said it was only a high fever. | have medicine for her. One 
tablet every few hours. She’ll be fine by tomorrow.” 

Daniel nodded. “Has she eaten anything?” 

“| gave her some of my pancakes, but she didn’t eat much. And 
after that, well, | slept for a while.” 

“What about her voice?” 

Seph felt his body tense, but he didn’t turn away from the other 
boy. “She’ll speak in her own time, he said. When she’s ready again.” 

Daniel nodded but decided it best to change the subject. “I’m 
sure you’re hungry. Let me bring you something to eat.” 

Joseph watched his friend walk into the kitchen, heard the 
fridge door open. When Daniel returned, he held a plate of cheeses 
and slices of sausage. Seph gratefully took it and scarfed down the 
meal. When he finished, he placed the plate on the floor and turned 
back to Daniel. 

“It seems no matter the amount of thanks | give, there are 
always more that require giving. Thanks, Daniel. It really was 
delicious.” Seph said. 

“You’re quite welcome.” A short pause. “Wanna play a game of 
cards?” 

“Sure, but | need to put this plate away first.” 

Seph stood with the plate and walked into the kitchen. He 
hadn’t yet made it to the sink when he stopped dead in his tracks. A 
shriek sounded through the house. The dreadful cry of a small voice. 
The plate slipped from his hands to the floor and shattered. 

“Mary!” 

He was in the room before he knew it, almost collapsing by her 
side. “Mary, what happened? Are you hurt? Is everything alright?” 

She shook her head but didn’t answer in words. She was 
hysterically sobbing and staring wide-eyed at the doorway. She 
screamed again and Seph took a deep breath. “Mary, what is it? 
Please, you’ve got to tell me.” 

She did not tell him but fell back and was immediately asleep. 
Seph blinked a few times, unsure whether he had dreamed the whole 
thing or not. But then she sat up and shrieked once more. He pulled 
her close and held her, even when she again fell asleep. When it 
happened a third time, he began to whisper prayers and words of 
comfort. This lasted for hours late into the night and early in the 
morning. Seph held her the whole time and never stopped praying. 


When at last it was over, Mary smiled a huge smile at her brother, as 
though nothing at all had happened. As though everything in the 
world was perfect and okay again. She didn’t speak or laugh, but her 
joy and grin were enough to make Seph’s day brighter than ever. 

He ate breakfast with her and Daniel’s family, and lunch too. 
She sat beside him all the time, smiling her sweetly innocent smile. 
Seph loved her all the more for it. During the afternoon, however, 
Joseph began to feel dizzy and nauseous. He stumbled when he stood, 
but Daniel steadied him. And then, for the second time, he vomited. 
Daniel made him sit down on a couch. 


“Seph?” 
Joseph’s only response was to cough a horrid cough and shiver 
uncontrollably. His head pulsed and he groaned. “I... | just need to 


sleep. | didn’t get much rest last night. Excuse me.” 

He stumbled into his room and turned off the light, wrapping 
every blanket in the room around himself but still shivering. He 
collapsed on the bed and curled into a ball, anything to ease the 
sudden aches in his body. The pounding in his head. The shivers that 
came with every breath. It wasn’t long before he found it difficult to 
breathe. Never in all his life had he experienced any pain such as this. 

“Oh my...” Ruth burst into the room and put a hand to his head. 
“You’re burning up, Joseph. How do you feel?” 

Seph closed his eyes and spoke in a quiet croak. “Every part of 
me hurts.” 

She disappeared for a moment and shortly returned with a 
thermometer. She placed the tip under his tongue and waited until it 
made the beeping noise, then glanced at the numbers. “103.2 
degrees... David!” 

David rushed into the room after hearing her distress. “Is 
something the matter?” 

“It’s Joseph. He’s awfully ill. Call the doctor.” Ruth said, her eyes 
never leaving the boy’s pale face. 

Seph’s eyes fluttered. “What’s happening to me?” 

Ruth pursed her lips, unsure of how to answer him. She 
honestly did not know what was wrong with him. She gave him the 
absolute truth. “I don’t know, Joseph. But | do know that whatever 
this is, it isn’t good.” 

Seph pulled his legs closer to his body, gasping when the aching 
pains shot through him. When he opened his eyes again, he saw Mary 
standing in the doorway. He forced a smile and saw her delicate 
smile in return. Then he turned to Ruth, his breath shallow and 
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gasping as he tried to pull in alr. “Please, take her away. Don’t let her 
see me. Please.” 

Ruth looked sad at this request but did as he had asked. She led 
Mary into the living room and returned to sit by Seph. His skin was 
paperwhite and slick with sweat, though he still shivered fiercely. 
When he pulled in air, tt sounded as though none would come and he 
had to continue gasping for more. When he coughed, it was the 
worst sound Ruth had ever heard from someone sick. And he 
continued to wince from the horrible aches in his head and body. 

When Dr. Adam came in, Seph threw up. “Oh dear... Bring him 
new blankets at once. Quickly!” 

David helped the boy out of bed while Ruth stripped it of every 
sheet and blanket. Seph sank to the floor and wrapped his arms 
around himself, his teeth actually chattering without the blankets’ 
warmth. When Ruth returned, it looked like she carried about ten 
blankets. Joseph couldn’t find it tn himself to stand and climb back 
into the bed though. Dr. Adam, now wearing gloves, picked him up 
and laid him in the bed. Seph wrapped himself with each and every 
blanket and curled back into a ball. 

Dr. Adam ordered everyone from the room and sat on the bed 
with the boy. “Joseph, | need you to tell me what hurts so that | can 
help you.” 

Seph looked at the doctor and pulled in a deep breath of air, 
though when he spoke it was quiet and fragile. “Everything hurts, sir. 
My head and body...” He paused to gather a breath. “I’m so cold.” 

“| know. | need you to open your mouth.” Seph did as he was 
told, and the doctor pulled in a sharp breath. “Let me see your 
hands.” It was difficult to pull them from the depths of the covers, 
and when he did, they shook terribly. Dr. Adam gently pushed the 
sleeve up, apologizing when Seph recoiled. That had been all the 
confirmation he needed. He leaned in to look at the boy’s face and 
sighed. It was so flushed that it was difficult to tell, but it was 
there. The rash. The little red dots everywhere on his arms and face 
that formed the telltale rash. “I’m so sorry, Joseph. You have scarlet 
fever.” 

“How long is it going to last?” Seph breathed. 

“Two weeks at the most. You'll be confined to this room during 
that time. You won’t be able to see anyone except me for three days. 
I'll bring you water and medicine and food.” 

“Are you going to stay with me?” 

Dr. Adam paused tn gathering his things. “I can’t. I'll expose 


myself and everyone else to the illness. More than we already are.” 

“But... but you’ll check on me, right?” 

The doctor finished putting his things together, all except a 
bottle of liquid medicine. “I’ll come in every six hours and see how 
you’re doing, but beyond that... I’m sorry, Joseph.” He poured the 
penicillin onto a small spoon and Seph swallowed it, but not without 
gagging. “I’ll bring you some water. Get some rest.” 

The doctor returned with water and some sort of soup only 
minutes later. Joseph drank the water, but he barely touched the 
soup. When Dr. Adam left again, it marked the beginning of his 
solitude. Of course, the three days were only a caution to be sure 
nobody else caught it, but when the reality of it sank in, Seph sighed. 

Dr. Adam stayed with the family to care for Joseph, 
administering the penicillin and trying to get him to eat. The boy ate 
nothing until the sixth time Adam entered the room. Seph managed 
to drink some of the soup and admitted that it was good, which was 
positive news. He continued to check on him through the days, 
though he never really began to see improvement. 

Daniel, during this time, could usually be found in his room 
whispering a prayer or sitting with Mary. He scarcely smiled during 
the time of his friend’s sickness unless it was for Mary’s sake. And 
when he wasn’t tn his room praying, he was in his room crying. Mary 
found him that way on two occasions and both times she cuddled 
beside him. And both times, Daniel began to realize why Joseph was 
so strong. 

Ruth was given updates by the doctor, though they never 
seemed to change. It was always the same horrific news. She 
couldn’t understand why this was happening. He had lost his parents 
a few days ago, and now he was ill. Just like his sister. But he hadn’t 
ceased speaking, though from what she was told, talking was 
difficult for him. She never cried for Joseph, but she did pray for him. 
They all did. 

David never left his wife’s side, though he often paced in front 
of her. In fact, he was never found doing anything except pacing and 
mumbling to himself. Never, save for the time he knelt by Joseph’s 
door for an hour, praying and reading scripture 

And Mary, sweet little Mary. She cried only when she saw Daniel 
crying. She listened to the words that were spoken about her 
brother. She understood that he was terribly ill. But she never 
understood why she wasn’t allowed to see him. She didn’t care if he 
was sick, she only wanted to see him. And she couldn’t. She slept by 
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his door and peered itn when the doctor opened it. Yet during all this 
time, she still never spoke. Never whispered a single word. Never 
made a single sound, even when she cried. It wasn’t time yet. But 
soon. 

Seph didn’t speak unless spoken to. He gradually began to shiver 
less, but it was still intense enough that he was curled up tn thirteen 
blankets. His breaths were shallow and gasping, and sometimes they 
grew labored, and he struggled to breathe at all. His face was flushed 
and sweaty, and the rash was easily seen. His headache most often 
occurred when Dr. Adam switched the lights on, but he didn’t have 
the strength to complain. He didn’t even have the strength to grasp 
a spoon in his hand. The body aches made him wince when he moved. 
The rash grew itchy at times, but he never scratched it because he 
didn’t have the will to move his hand in such a motion. He did not 
throw up again, and he only cried once. It was early one morning 
when Dr. Adam was checking on him. No medicine or food, just a 
grim smile and kind words. But Seph had been crying when the 
doctor entered. And he didn’t stop for a long time. His tears fell onto 
the doctor’s coat when arms wrapped around him, but Adam didn’t 
care. And Seph was grateful beyond words. 

When at last the third day arrived, Seph uncurled his body and 
forced himself to a sitting position. He pulled the blankets to his chin 
and drank the water Dr. Adam gave him. He sipped from the bowl of 
soup until he’d had enough and swallowed the medicine with more 
water. Then the doctor left with the dishes and returned again 
shortly, Seph still sitting up with the blankets pulled high. 

Joseph coughed before he spoke in a soft, hoarse voice. “It’s 
been three days, sir. Does that mean | can see my sister?” 

To hear him speak of anything but hurt and pain brought a 
smile to Dr. Adam’s face. “Of course you can, Joseph.” 

The door opened then, and she stepped inside, a tiny figure. Her 
blond curls stuck out in every direction, but she didn’t seem to mind. 
Her beautiful blue eyes imitated the smile on her pink lips. The new 
purple shirt and jeggings she wore were a wonderful thing to see. But 
the most perfect of all these things was the moment her lips parted 
and said a single word that brought tears to her brother’s eyes. Her 
innocently sweet voice sounded in his ears, and he laughed despite 
the pain it caused him. He smiled wider than he ever had and held 
out his arms for her. 

“Seph?” 

“V’m here, Mary. I'm right here.” 
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She climbed into the bed and cuddled tnto her big brother’s 
arms. She felt them shake with the shivers, but this did not matter 
to her. She felt his chest move quicker than usual, but she did not 
mind. In fact, Mary cared nothing for these things. She cared only 
that she was able to sit with her brother. To be held tn his arms. To 
be held in such a way that only her brother knew. To be held in love. 

“Oh, Mary. | missed your pretty voice so much. | love you.” he 
kept whispering these words to her, over and over again. 

“Seph, what’s wrong?” she asked him. 

He shakily brushed his tears away. “l’m so happy to hear you 
speak, Mary. Nothing is wrong anymore. Nothing can ever be wrong 
again.” 

“But why are your hands red? And your cheeks? Why do you 
keep coughing?” 

“Vim sick.” 

“When will you be better?” 

“1 don’t know.” 

She didn’t ask any more questions after that. She only sat 
contentedly in her brother’s arms for a long while. When it was time 
for her to leave, she kissed his cheek and slid from his arms. Then she 
walked from the room. She left him alone. 

“Jeremiah 30:17. “’’For | will restore health to you and heal you 
of your wounds,” says the Lord.’ | heard her, Seph.” 

Seph grinned at Daniel, leaning against the doorframe. His red 
hair looked a mess, and his brown eyes held a hint of concern, but 
the smile upon his face shone with only joy. 

“She’s talking again. She’s perfect.” Seph whispered, still finding 
it difficult to fill his lungs with enough air. 

“That’s really great. I'm happy to hear it.” But then Daniel’s 
expression turned sad when he knelt by his friend’s bed. “Seph, if 
she’s better then you must get better too. Promise me that you will. 
Promise me, Seph.” 

Joseph coughed and gathered a breath to speak. “Daniel, of 
course l’ll get better. | promise. Besides, | won’t ever leave behind my 
brother or sister.” 

“Brother? But I’m not-” 

“Yes, you are. You’re there for me when | fall and when | need 
you. You’ve always, always, been there to listen and to be my friend. 
Never, in all my time Rnowing you, have | considered you anything 
less than a brother, Daniel.” Seph grew quiet and pulled in more atr, 
his breath labored after speaking so much. But he wasn’t yet 
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finished. ““As iron sharpens iron, so a man sharpens the countenance 
of a friend.’ Proverbs 27:17. That man is you. You are my brother, 
Daniel.” 

“Thank you, Seph. That means a lot.” 

Seph nodded. “Will you help me?” he breathed. 

Daniel pulled the blankets from his friend and watched him slide 
from the bed. “What are you doing?” 

“Please?” 

Daniel helped Seph sit in a kneeling position by the bed and 
wrapped the blankets around his shoulders, pulling them together at 
his chest. He then knelt beside Seph and put a hand on his shoulder, 
but his friend winced at the touch. “Sorry.” 

“No, tt’s okay.” 

Daniel put his hand back and only then realized what they were 
doing. He bowed his head and listened to Seph’s words of prayer. 
“Lord, it seems so often that I've called on You in recent days. Asked 
for Your gentle touch of healing. As | kneel here, | must ask that You 
grant me Your ear once more. Lord, please, strengthen me. ‘My soul 
melts from heaviness; strengthen me according to Your word.’ 
Psalms 119:28. You've never done anything except provide for my 
sister and me, and I’m thankful for that. But this day | pray that you 
will help me through everything. Guide me through these dark times. 
Through this hurt. Amen.” 

“Amen.” Daniel echoed. 

Seph couldn’t force himself to speak another word, so he 
touched his friend’s arm and gestured to the bed. Daniel understood 
and helped him climb back in, keeping the soft blankets around him. 
Seph pulled himself into a ball and closed his eyes, but a fierce shiver 
ran through his chest, and he gasped with the aching pain that 
followed. 

“| better go, Seph. Get some sleep.” 

“Daniel, don’t go. Please.” Seph breathed, barely hearing himself. 

“What am | to do if | stay in here?” Daniel asked. 

“Stay with me until | fall asleep. I've been in here alone for 
three days, Daniel. Please.” 

Daniel sighed. “Alright. Only until you’re asleep.” 

Seph pulled himself into a tighter ball, trying to take the edge 
off the pain. The movement made the aches rush through him, but 
they quickly subsided, and he was able to focus on his breathing. He 
tried to suck ina deep breath, coughing on it. Seph instead drew in 
short, shallow breaths and eventually relaxed into sleep. 
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Daniel let out a slow breath and left the room, shutting the 
door behind him. Dr. Adam was speaking to Ruth and David in the 
living area, Mary sitting beside him. When Daniel plopped down ina 
chair, everyone turned to him. 

“How was he?” Adam inquired. 

Daniel rubbed his eyes. “He looks terrible. He’s still shivering and 
hurting. Even a touch and he recoils. When he breathes, it sounds 
difficult for him. He really ts in pain.” Daniel paused, closing his eyes 
for a brief moment. “Yet he never stops praying.” 

“He really isn’t showing many signs of improvement. He 
probably needs more blankets, actually. Despite having a baker’s 
dozen, he’s still shivering far too much for my liking. Today is the 
most he’s spoken since falling ill. He has yet to finish a bowl of soup. 
And the rash. It’s already to his legs.” Dr. Adam hung his head for a 
time. When he lifted it again, he focused on Daniel. “The only time 
I’ve seen him act like himself was when he heard Mary speak. Remind 
me why she lost her voice.” 

“When their parents were taken, she was really upset. | guess 
the hurt of it all caused it. When he learned of this, he wasn’t 
himself. She means the world to him. He loves her more than 
anything. He thought he would never hear her again, and that alone 
broke him. It hurt him to speak to her and receive nothing in 
response. Seph changed the day their parents were taken. Something 
inside him fractured.” Daniel brushed the back of his hand over his 
eyes. “And when she spoke his name, it was as though a small piece 
of him fixed itself. To hear her voice again was everything to him. 
Everything.” 

Adam nodded and glanced at the child beside him. She couldn’t 
possibly realize how much she looked like her brother. Her curls were 
just the same as his, though much lighter. Their smiles both 
emanated the same happiness and tnnocence. And their beautiful 
blue eyes, such comeliness and gentleness. Yet the deeper one peered, 
the more hurt and pain and darkness they might find. Things that 
the children tried to hide away to protect themselves. Protect 
themselves from the cruelties of the world that had unfairly stolen 
away their mother and father. Taken the home they loved from 
them. Left the family in shambles. 

Adam turned his attention back to Daniel. “You might take her 
to wash her hands. | can’t imagine what Joseph will do if she 
contracts the fever. You ought to do the same.” The children left and 
the doctor turned to Ruth. “Have you any more blankets?” 
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“Yes. Yes, of course.” 

She stood and led Adam to a closet just across from Seph’s 
room. They each pulled two blankets from the top shelf and entered 
Joseph’s room. Dr. Adam dropped the covers to the floor and 
muttered something under his breath. He rolled the boy onto his 
back and helped him sit up. 

“Joseph, look at me.” 

Seph opened his eyes and winced at the brilliance of the light, 
but he focused on Adam. His breathing was more labored than it ever 
had been before. “What? Have | done something?” 

“No, tt’s just that you... You’re shivering worse than before. 
Climb out of bed and we’ll make it up again. We brought you more 
blankets. Just wait by the door. We’ll move quickly.” 

Seph slowly unwrapped himself from the blankets, the chills 
running through him with each movement. He felt the aches pulse in 
his body, as though every part of him was bruised and tender to the 
touch. When the final blanket fell to the bed, he climbed to the edge 
and slid to the floor. When his feet touched, he would’ve collapsed if 
not for the hand he placed on the wall for support. After a couple of 
steps, he realized how weak he really must be. 

He looked up at the doctor and drew in enough breath to be 
heard. “| can’t take another step on my own, sir. Please, give mea 
blanket and I’ll wait here.” 

Ruth wrapped a particularly soft blanket over Seph’s shoulders 
and helped him out of the room. He slid down the wall and pulled his 
knees close, resting his head on top of them. He didn’t move or raise 
his head, not even when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t 
even wince due to his lack of strength. 

“Seph, don’t be sad. ‘Through the Lord’s mercies we are not 
consumed, because His compassions fail not. They are new every 
morning; great is Your faithfulness.’ That’s Lamentations 3:22-23. 
Doesn't that mean you'll be okay, Seph?” 

When he raised his head, Seph did not see his sister. He didn’t 
hear her walking away or still talking to him. Yet he was positive 
beyond doubt that she had been the one to say those things to him. 
To give him new hope. 

He dropped his head again, coughing on a gasp. A wave of 
shivers passed through his body, and he gripped the blanket tighter, 
but it did nothing for him except make his hands ache. Except 
worsen the pain he already felt. Except make him want to scream 
until it all went away. 
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“Do not rejoice over me, my enemy; when | fall, | will arise; 
when I sit in darkness, the Lord will be a light to me.’ Micah 7:8.” 
Seph muttered these words to himself and felt better for saying 
them. 

Ruth knelt beside him and put gentle hands on his cheeks, 
lifting his head to see her. “I think you’ll find everything to be much 
more comfortable. We changed things to accommodate for your 
condition.” He didn’t move or speak, and she pursed her lips. “Joseph, 
you’re still shivering yet your skin burns with fever. I’m so sorry.” 
She felt tears spill onto her cheeks. 

Now he spoke, but it was soft and distant and hurt. “If you cry 
then | will too, so please don’t cry.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with crying, Joseph.” 

Now he smiled a tired and strained smile. “It hurts.” 

Ruth wiped her tears away and pulled him into a hug, and 
despite the pain it caused him, Seph wrapped his arms around her. 
She pulled away and helped him walk into the room, the perfect 
room. 

Already lying on the bed were several blankets piled onto one 
another and ready for him to curl up in. And rather than the light 
being turned on, a lamp had been placed on the bedside table. Really, 
it was a better situation than ever. 

Dr. Adam and Ruth pulled the blankets around him when he 
climbed onto the bed. Then they pulled a quilt over those blankets 
and over his body. Ruth carefully, with the touch only a mother could 
give, brushed the hair from Seph’s forehead. He curled up as he so 
often had in recent days and closed his eyes. He felt a peace as his 
body slumped into sleep, a peace that he could not remember ever 
feeling. 

Adam and Ruth pulled the door closed and sat on a couch, a 
grim seriousness about them both. Seph wasn’t getting better, and 
this was already the fourth day. Granted, that doesn’t sound so long, 
but for the pain he felt, it likely seemed much longer. The boy could 
scarcely move an inch without wincing or speak a sentence without 
losing his breath. He couldn’t be with his little sister, as they all 
knew he desperately wanted to. This scarlet fever was hurting Seph 
in more ways than they could count. 

“Why is Seph in that room?” Mary’s small voice asked. 

Dr. Adam removed his glasses to clean them with his shirt, then 
replaced them before giving Mary his full attention. “He’s terribly 
sick.” 
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This didn’t seem to satisfy her. “But why can’t he come out?” 

“Well, dear child, he would get the rest of us sick, too.” 

Mary climbed onto the couch and sat beside the doctor. “Why 
does he shake so much?” 

“He shakes because he’s cold.” 

“Then can’t he sit by the fire?” 

“Mary, your brother is very sick. He can’t walk or leave his 
room or even leave his bed. He has to stay wrapped up in lots of 
blankets to keep him warm. But most of all, he must rest. Do you 
understand?” Dr. Adam explained. 

“Yes. But when can | see him?” 

Of course she wanted to see him. Of course he should’ve known 
she would ask. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Run along to bed.” 

Mary’s lips formed a pout, and her eyes sank in disappointment. 
“But | want to sleep with Seph.” 

“No, | told you-” 

Ruth cut him off. “Of course, you may sleep with your brother. 
It would do both of you good. Come along, Mary.” 

The little girl pushed herself from the sofa and skipped 
alongside Ruth, nearly slipping once in her blue pajamas. She watched 
the door open and jumped onto the bed. Mary climbed to her big 
brother and lied beside him, pulling her own blanket over her 
shoulders. 

“Seph, it’s too dark.” Mary whispered after the door was closed. 

Joseph opened his eyes and blinked at his sister. “Mary? What 
are you doing in here?” 

“The nice lady said | could sleep with you, but it’s dark.” 

“’ll make a nightlight for you” 

Seph took as deep a breath as he could and pushed away all his 
blankets, slowly sliding off the bed. When he stood, he was careful to 
keep a hand on the mattress’s edge for balance. He reached for the 
lamp on the table and wrapped his free hand around the base. Then 
he lifted it, or rather, tried to lift it. It was an inch above the table 
when his weak fingers released it and it crashed to the ground, glass 
splashing against the wood floor. Seph sank to his knees and leaned 
against the bed, catching his breath. 

“Mary, go and get Dr. Adam. And don’t come back in here 
tonight.” 

“But Seph, | want to stay with you.” She was already standing 
in the doorway, her eyes wide. 

Joseph looked at her and forced a smile. “Not tonight, Mary. 
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Please, get Dr. Adam and sleep in the other room. Promise me, Mary.” 

“Okay. | promise.” 

He watched her scamper from the room, wishing with 
everything in him that she could sleep with him. That he was strong 
enough to wrap his arms around her. That she would never again 
leave his sight. But she couldn’t, and he couldn’t, and she would. 
These things he knew and understood, yet they tore at him every 
time he thought them. Every single time. 

Seph glanced up at the bed and sighed. lt seemed so high, yet he 
knew it was not. That’s how everything felt. Too far to reach or 
heavy to hold. Too much to consume or never enough. Too bright to 
bear yet never dark enough. It seemed as though nothing could be 
perfect; nothing could be as it should. Seph dropped his head in his 
hands and breathed out a prayer to Christ. 

“Lord, you took my hand and said, ‘Do not fear, | will help you.’ 
You have helped me so much. You have given to me things that | 
needed and taken things that | did not. | want to understand what 
I’m to do, Jesus. | want to feel a sense of peace.” He paused now, 
sucking in enough breath to continue. “Heavenly Father, release Your 
peace into my life. Let it infiltrate into my heart, into my soul, and 
into my mind. The noise that surrounds me is unbearable at times. It 
exhausts me to the point where | feel uneasy and drained. To the 
point where | begin to lose sight of You. Rescue me from the 
darkness of this world that attempts to rip You away from me. 
Please, Lord.” Seph pulled himself up and rested his elbows on the 
bed, his hands supporting his head. He took another deep breath and 
finished the quiet prayer. “| pray now for Your perfect peace to fill 
my heart. | pray You would remove any anxious thoughts and any 
fear that is in my heart and mind. Lord, | ask that you touch my 
heart. Overwhelm me with Your peace. Comfort me with Your words. 
| pray for rest and pray that | can be still before You. That You be my 
refuge and that You be my sense of peace. In Jesus’ name, amen.” 

He didn’t move, didn’t breathe another word, didn’t open his 
eyes. He waited for a time until a soothing hand fell on his arm. Seph 
flinched at the touch but had yet to make a sound. 

“You’re shivering, Seph. What happened?” It was Daniel’s voice, 
but it sounded different. There was such comfort in the way he 
spoke. A kindness that Joseph hadn’t heard before. 

“Mary wanted a nightlight.” 

“Why haven’t you gotten back in bed?” 

Seph raised his head and met his friend’s eyes. “Because | can’t. 
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| can’t walk or even stand, Daniel. And I’m...” he pulled in more air. 
“MSO Cold,” 

Daniel bit his lip. “l’ll go get Adam.” 

When Daniel stood, Seph used his remaining strength to grip his 
wrist. “He’s already coming. Don't leave, please.” 

Daniel watched Seph’s hand lose its grip and drop to his side, 
saw his friend wince at even that. Then he knelt beside Joseph and 
saw the rash that covered his face and hands. Daniel could see him 
shake without the warmth of a blanket. And he felt sadness for his 
friend. For his brother. “Seph, | want you to listen to me. “’! have 
heard your prayer, | have seen your tears; surely | will heal you.’” 2 
Kings 20:5.” 

“| Rnow, Daniel.” Seph breathed. 

“Hush. Just listen. ‘Therefore | say to you, whatever things you 
ask when you pray, believe that you receive them, and you will have 
them.’ That’s Mark 11:24.” 

Seph gasped as a pain shot through him, then he coughed before 
speaking. “| don’t understand, Daniel. What are you saying?” 

“V’m telling you what you need to hear, Seph. What you must 
hold onto and never, not even for one fraction of a second, forget. 
You must remember these things and hold them dear, hold them 
sacred. If you forget, then you’ll be lost. You’ll lose everything. Never, 
never, let them go, Seph.” 

Seph nodded and when he next spoke, the words brought him 
the peace that he sought. The truth he longed to understand. The 
ease he had many times prayed for. The words brought with them 
the comfort he so needed. “’| sought the Lord, and he heard me, and 
delivered me from all my fears.’ Psalms 34:4.” 

“Joseph, what happened?” 

Dr. Adam stared first at the glass that covered the floor, then 
at the lamp, and finally his eyes fell on the boy who shivered 
feverishly. Daniel offered a smile as he left the room, but Adam’s 
gaze stayed fixed on Seph. And Seph’s gaze stayed fixed on his 
clasped hands as they shook with each shiver. 

“What were you doing?” Adam tinqutred. 

“| was trying to help Mary. She wanted a light.” 

Dr. Adam knelt by the boy and looked him over with a sigh. 
“Joseph, please. You must be more careful. Please.” 

“| know.” Seph tried to stand, but every bit of his strength had 
dwindled. He barely could move his arms. “| would be grateful if you’d 
help me, sir.” 
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Adam lifted Seph onto the bed and wrapped the blankets around 
him. He noticed, for the first time, that Joseph no longer shivered 
under the eighteen blankets. Perhaps there was improvement after 
all. 

They sat in silence for a period, Adam replacing the lamp and 
gathering the glass into a pile while Seph lay on the bed with all the 
covers. Neither of them said anything to the other. That is, until 
Adam made to leave the room. 

“I’m sorry, sir.” He whispered before the doctor could leave. 

“For what?” 

Seph sucked in air, gasping with the difficulty of it. “For being 
heedless of your words. | just... | apologize.” 

“You were only trying to help Mary, and | understand. You’d do 
anything for her. Really, it’s perfectly fine.” 

“| doubt Mr. David will see it that way. I’ve already vomited 
three times and now this.” Seph pathetically gestured to the broken 
bulb on the floor. “He won’t be so...” He struggled to speak, to pulla 
single gulp of air into his lungs. Seph gasped but simply, horribly, 
couldn’t manage to breathe. “I... can’t...” More heaving. “I can’t... 
breathe...” 

Adam threw the blankets from Seph’s still body and rolled him 
onto his back. Two fingers pressed to his neck and... there was no 
pulse. The doctor began chest compressions, muttering several things 
under his breath the entire time. It seemed as though an age passed, 
but he had only pushed twelve times when Seph rolled over and 
started choking and gasping. Adam sighed in relief but reacted too 
slowly. For Joseph crawled to the edge of the bed and threw up. 
Adam watched him pass out but was once again too slow to prevent 
him from tumbling to the floor. 

Daniel heard the noise from the living room and made his way 
to his friend’s room. He saw the glass, as he had expected, but he had 
not been expecting to see the mess nor Seph’s limp body in Dr. 
Adam’s arms. 

“Daniel, start a bath. Ask your mother to attend the mess. Go.” 
Adam ordered. 

Daniel burst into his parents’ open room seconds later, 
explaining hastily to them what had happened. Ruth immediately 
understood and went to straighten the room. David stayed with 
Mary and Daniel in the living area. Adam, of course, worked to wash 
Joseph. 

Daniel squeezed Mary’s hand when Adam came into the living 


room some time later with Seph still slumped in his arms. “She 
hasn’t finished in there yet.” he said before Adam could open the 
door. 

Dr. Adam sat in a chair and rubbed the drowsiness from his 
eyes. “Then bring me a blanket. | can feel him shivering.” The doctor’s 
voice was resigned. 

Daniel pulled a throw from the sofa and draped it over Seph. “Is 
he going to be okay?” 

“| really don’t know, Daniel. I’m sorry.” 

“You’re hurting me.” It was barely a whisper that left his lips. 

“What?” Adam looked down at the boy in his arms. 

Seph opened his eyes, squinting them in the light. “You’re 
hurting me, sir.” he took a heaving breath that sounded painful. 
“Please...” 

Adam laid him on an empty couch and pulled the blanket 
around his shoulders. “Joseph, can you tell me what happened?” 

“Where’s Mary?” he breathed. 

She escaped from David’s arms and went to her brother’s side. 
Her blond hair was calmer than usual, and her pretty blue eyes filled 
with tears. “What is it, Seph?” she whispered. 

“Come here.” When she did, he kissed her cheek. “Stay with me, 
Mary.” 

“But you’re sick.” 

“Please.” 

A tear spilled onto her rosy face. “Will it hurt?” 

Seph inhaled several shallow breaths before answering her. “Not 
if it’s you, Mary.” 

That was all the answer she needed. Mary climbed onto the 
couch and lied beside her brother, his arms enclosing her into a warm 
embrace. She kept a small hand upon his cheek, even when his eyes 
closed, and his breath slowed. Even when his perfect hug slackened, 
and his smile fell. She cried into his shoulder and whispered his name, 
but not once did he answer. Not once did his eyes open. His mouth 
didn’t turn up. His embrace didn’t strengthen. Yet worst of these was 
that his voice wasn’t there to reassure her. He was not there to 
reassure her. 

When Adam noticed Ruth had left the room and lifted Seph, 
Mary clung to her brother and screamed his name. She shook his arm 
again and again and again. Daniel picked her up and carried her into 
her brother’s room to lie with him. To be near him. 

Mary watched Ruth and the doctor pile blanket after blanket 


onto her brother, watched them switch off the light and close the 
door. Then she was alone with Seph. She wrapped her small arms 
around him and buried her face in his shoulder. Then cried and sobbed 
and eventually fell asleep next to him with her head against his 
shoulder and his chin on her head. 

Seph did not wake the next day nor the day after that nor the 
day after that. Indeed, he slept for three days without anything 
except blankets and the comfort of his sister. His precious little 
sister who never seemed to abandon him. The little girl who was so 
very dedicated to staying with her big brother until his eyes opened. 
Until he was able to say her name. Able to be her big brother again. 

Joseph gasped and heaved a few times in his rest, but this never 
woke him. It didn’t wake him when Mary whispered his name or sung 
songs. He only stayed curled under each of his blankets, Unaware of 
the wincing he did whenever he moved, Unaware of everything. In 
fact, what did finally wake the boy were none of these things, but 
instead a sense of calmness. 

On that seventh day, Seph’s eyes fluttered open at last. On that 
seventh day, he sat up without feeling the aching pain nor the 
pulsing headache. And on that seventh day, he lifted his sister into 
his arms and held her. Just as he had in the blackened grass all those 
days ago. Just as he had so many times before. Yet he had never held 
her quite like this. He had never held her so close and so dear. 

“Seph, how can you hold me?” Mary whispered. 

“Because I’m better, Mary. I’m better.” Seph whispered back. 

“| love you, Seph.” 

“| love you too.” 

Adam came in then, a wider smile on his face than Seph had 
ever seen on anyone in all his life. The doctor looked at the boy’s 
hands and chest and back and legs and closely at his face. Never once 
did he come across any sign of the rash, any sign that it had ever 
been there to begin with. He checked Joseph’s temperature only to 
find that it was one degree above average. He asked the boy to 
remove the blankets and when he did, there were no shivers. There 
was no wincing when Daniel came in and embraced his friend. And 
when Seph was offered a bowl of soup, he asked for two more 
helpings. 

Seph’s face was perhaps a bit paler than it ought to have been, 
but this was a small thing compared to the fact that he was healed 
of scarlet fever. Not only the fever, but he was healed of things he 
hadn’t known he needed healing from. Other than a small weakness 


he felt when lifting things, Seph had not felt so healthy tn an awfully 
long time. 

It was just the next day when they were all crowded in the 
small room, Seph holding Mary in his arms, Ruth with her husband 
against the wall. Daniel sat on the edge of the bed, laughing with 
Seph about a joke they shared. Adam had departed the day before, 
after ensuring Seph would stay well. He’d even shed a tear or perhaps 
two after Joseph had pulled away from a long embrace and said 
those three simple words. He’d said them many times before, but 
that final time had been different. Seph had sounded different. He’d 
sounded like himself. 

And those last three words to the doctor were these: “Thank 
you, sir.” 

Now, tn the room, they all stopped what they were doing and 
listened again. There it was. The sound of the doorbell ringing 
throughout the house. The sound that changed everything. 

“Vil go.” Seph said. 

He smiled at his sister and climbed from the bed, the others 
following him with their eyes. Their silence was deafening, but he 
tried to ignore it. He stood before the door and briefly wondered who 
it could possibly be before pulling it open. And as it swung wide open, 
his breath caught. His hand slipped from the knob and hung limply at 
his side. The two words fell from his lips on the whisp of a breath. 
Two words he thought he’d never again have the privilege of saying. 
“Mom? Dad?” 

“Commit your way to the Lord, trust also in Him, and He shall 
bring (t to pass.’ Psalms 37:5.” His mother’s voice was as soft as his 
own had been, yet the words she spoke brought tears to his eyes. “| 
missed you so much, Seph.” 

Seph’s tears spilled over his cheeks, and he fell into his parent’s 
arms, into their perfect embrace. Mary was there too, laughing and 
talking at the same time. When they pulled apart, everything was 
Okay again. Everything was as it should be. Every prayer Seph had 
ever whispered or breathed or thought, they were all of them 
answered the moment he laid eyes on his mother and father. The 
moment that door opened. He had never given up on God’s abilities. 
Never once ceased to pray. Seph had faith in his darkest moment. In 
his moment of greatest need. And all that he knew was at peace. 


THE END 
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Joseph and Mary’s parents were 
taken. Thetr house was 
burnt to shambles. 
Everything they knew 
was lost and falling 
apart. Even Mary’s voice } 
had abandoned her. 


BThings, unfortunately, 
only became worse when 
Mary grew sick. And then 
Seph contracted a terrible 
illness. It was such that his 
' friends began to doubt 
whether he would get 
better. They doubted 
whether all his prayers did 
anything. They began to 
believe the illness would 
take his life. 


